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(A.D. 31,920). All argument as to whether this pentalogy
is one play or five was effectively settled by the Lord
Chamberlain when without hesitation, upon Shaw's sub-
mission of a single play in eight acts, he charged the official
fees for reading five plays. Here it will be appropriate to
regard the work in its entirety only,
Shaw's first attempt (referred to by him above) to write a
play about Creative Evolution was, of course, Man and
Superman. But that play's tale of a husband-huntress so
obscured the evolutionary doctrine that a second attempt
became necessary. Back to Methuselah is that second
attempt.
A thesis play, it dramatizes the thesis that our conduct is
influenced not by our experience but by our expectations,
and that life at present is not long enough to allow us to
take it seriously. Much longer life is not only desirable:
if the race is to survive, it is absolutely essential. For, so
the argument runs, man as he is now is a failure and as
such the Life Force will discard him: and without longer
life a failure he will remain, because at present men wear
out just when they are beginning to tire of their petty
follies, ambitions, and weaknesses. They die, that is to
say, just when ready to turn over a new leaf and lead lives
acceptable to the Life Force.
Airily insubstantial as this thesis may sound, Archibald
Henderson reminds us that it is not completely outside
reality. He points out that during the first half of the
twentieth century the actuarial expectation of life increased
from about forty to about sixty, and adds that Metchnikov,
Sir Ronald Ross, and other scientists have predicted that
within a century the average expectation of life will be
150 years.
The mere currency of such opinions, right or wrong,
helps to link Back to Methuselah to the practicalities of
life; to keep it, so to speak, on the ground. For those who
have never heard of Metchnikov or Sir Ronald Ross Shaw
himself helps to keep the play on the ground, or at any
rate inside the theatre, by weighting it with substantial
portraits of two real live British ex-Prime Ministers,
Asquith and Lloyd George. Both were alive when Shaw